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Several studies have highlighted the high levels of stress and poor mental well-being experienced by recent veterinary graduates (e.g. Fritschi and others, 2009; Gardner and Hini, 2006). These considerations prompted the authors to undertake a survey to establish the incidence of poor mental health and well-being in recent UK veterinary graduates and to investigate the demographic and workplace factors associated with poor well-being and mental distress. In addition, we sought to examine the perceived effectiveness of the support mechanisms available to new graduates. We report here some of the major preliminary findings of this study, whilst a full and detailed analysis of all of the results will appear in a later publication.

A cross-sectional study of UK graduates who were first registered with the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) between 2007 and 2011 was undertaken by postal survey in the first half of 2012. A random sample of 1759 was selected representing 65% of all graduates in the target population. There were 649 usable responses (37%, N=1759). The majority (88.5%) of respondents were employed in private practice and 96.7% undertook clinical work. The questionnaire encompassed many aspects of their preparedness for practice e.g. surgery, decision making etc. The respondents felt they were generally well-prepared at the time of graduation, but with notable deficiencies in practice management skills. 

Support provided by the practice
The 646 respondents who did clinical work were asked about the level and type of clinical support that they received, with 10.2%  indicating that a colleague would always scrub in with them when undertaking a surgical procedure for the first time, and 70.7%  stating that  this occurred some of the time. However for 16.2% of respondents such assistance was never available. Time was arranged for structured case discussions on a daily, weekly or monthly basis in 16%, 16.5% and 6.3% of practices respectively. In 37.5% of practices such discussions were held occasionally, but 23.7% reported that such discussions were never held. Formal appraisals were undertaken monthly or quarterly for 19.4% of respondents, every 6 months for 19.7% and annually for 21.5%. Unfortunately 35.6% were never appraised. Assessments provided by respondents of the quality of support provided by the different practice personnel are given in Table 1.
Table 1
Respondent rating of the quality of support provided by practice personnel
Personnel	Excellent%	Good%	Fair%	Poor%	Very poor%	Other%	N=1
Practice principal/supervisor	35.7	32.3	22.1	12.8	5.7	1.4	647
Fellow veterinary staff	37.2	39.9	15.9	3.7	1.4	1.9	646
Nurses	43.8	39.8	11.9	3	1.5		609
Non-professional staff	25.1	48	21	4	1.1		637
1 = total numbers answering each question

Support provided by professional organisations
Of the respondents, 70.2% (454/647) had joined the British Veterinary Association (BVA), but only a minority of these (28.5%, ) had ever attended a new graduate support meeting, and 13.5% had never heard of them. These meetings were appreciated by 77%  (90/129) of those attending who deemed them to be very or somewhat helpful. Twenty per cent had not heard of the Young Vet Network, despite being members of the BVA. Almost all respondents (94.7%; 607/641) were enrolled in the Professional Development Phase (PDP) of the RCVS. Of these, 24.6% found it helpful or somewhat helpful, but a majority found it either not very helpful (34.5%) or not helpful at all (37.5%). At the time of responding, nearly half (47%) were aware of the Postgraduate Deans, and only 20% had consulted any of them. Approximately half of respondents (47.9%, 291/607) agreed that a more formal pre-registration year with tailored instruction should be a requirement before receiving a license to practice. When these respondents were asked how much of their salary they would be willing to forgo for such a programme the median response was 5% with a range from 0 -80%, and 45.7% suggesting a 1-10% salary reduction .

Mental well-being
Mental health problems had reportedly affected 22.2% (131/592) of respondents in their lifetime with 5.3% indicating that they were currently suffering from such a condition. Self-harm was reported by 7.6% (49/646) and suicidal ideation had been experienced by 21.2% (130/617) respondents in their lifetime with 8.7% indicating that they had contemplated taking their own life in the past year. Comparing our findings with other populations matched for age, gender and socio-demographic background is challenging but the these latter figures are high when contrasted with a cross-national lifetime mean for suicidal ideation of 9.2% (Nock and others, 2008) and an annual incidence of only 2.3% in the general population (Gunnel and others, 2004). They parallel those reported by Nett and others (2015), who conducted a web-based survey of the veterinary profession in the USA which attracted 11,627 useable responses. The authors employed the Kessler-6 psychological distress scale (Kessler and others, 2003). Based upon the responses, 9.3% were adjudged to have serious psychological distress, which is twice the level reported for the general population. Importantly, the distress level was greater at 13% in those who had been practicing for < 5 years, suggesting that psychological stressors may be at a higher level in new graduates. 

The VETFUTURES report “Voices from the Future of the Profession: Survey of Vet Students and Graduates” (Anon, 2015) also found stress to be very evident in the minds of respondents, who called for modules on stress management and work/life balance to be introduced into the veterinary degree programme. They also cited a supportive environment as being one of three key factors in influencing career choices. This survey also found that the career choice of graduates met or exceeded expectations in only 50% of cases. Stress and lack of a supportive work environment may have contributed to this surprisingly poor assessment.

What is the way forward?
 Our data show that new graduates in general felt well-prepared to enter practice, with the exception of practice management. However the level of support that they were afforded in the first years was in some instances limited. The practice principal was thought to have provided poor or very poor support to nearly a fifth of respondents/graduates. In addition 16.2% of practices did not have anybody available to scrub in to assist when the new graduate performed a surgical procedure for the first time which indicates further lack of support from more senior/experienced colleagues. Furthermore, in 23.7% of practices case discussions were never held and in 35.6% formal appraisals were never undertaken. One has to ask whether this is because of ignorance of the need, lack of time, a failure to prioritise the support needs of new graduates by senior colleagues or some other factor(s).. 

As far as we are aware, no standard operating procedures have been formulated for the mentorship of new graduates..  Our first suggestion, therefore, is that the RCVS, which has responsibility for both undergraduate and postgraduate education should develop such a document. Furthermore, this is such a fundamental and critical responsibility of our profession that thought should be given to the possibility of incorporating such guidelines into the Guide to Professional Conduct. Arguably, only those who are prepared to take the responsibility for mentoring of new graduates seriously should be employing them, and excellent examples of outstanding mentorship can be found in the great majority of practices.  We should not permit ignorance of the fairly obvious requirements to be offered as an excuse for failure. 

It was disappointing to find that two relatively recent initiatives, namely the PDP of the RCVS and the Young Vet Network of the BVA were not viewed as particularly helpful support mechanisms by the new graduates. Of course these data do not reflect the impact of recent improvements and initiatives. The new graduate faces enormous challenges in the transition from the closeted university environment to the rigors of practice. The RCVS is viewed as the regulator for which he/she has both respect and fear. However only 70% of the new gradates had joined the BVA who would be expected to be firmly on their side and represent the veterinary family. This is despite the reduced annual fee for young graduates. It was noteworthy that in the survey of mental health of young US graduates, there was a significant association between belonging to a veterinary organisation and better mental health (Nett and others, 2015). The RCVS obviously cannot fulfil this role, and so it is left to the BVA or other membership organisations. Our second suggestion, therefore, is that the BVA should consider the possibility of allowing all new graduates free membership for the first year, or year and a half. Obviously this has financial implications, but these could perhaps be ameliorated by increasing the membership fee more steeply for recent graduates in the later years. Alternatively, would the more established members of the Association not happily bear an increased fee if the income was ascribed specifically to the support of new graduates? 

The Profession has recently introduced two initiatives that address the issues discussed above. The joint BVA/RCVS VETFUTURES project has as one of its key recommendations to “Deliver a coordinated, well-funded and evidence-based approach to mental health and wellbeing in the veterinary team” (Anon, 2015). The RCVS has launched “Mind Matters” (Anon, 2014), which is a well-funded initiative focussing on five areas of research into causes and prevention, culture-changing, support mechanisms for intervention, help and training for providers of support and structural changes to help stress avoidance. We applaud these initiatives which we hope will be successful. We believe that the data provided in our survey will offer assistance in identifying areas for targeted change. Furthermore, we would urge careful consideration of the two measures suggested above which we believe can be readily introduced and should provide measurable benefit.
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